Cultivating quality. CQI helps a system's members provide efficient, effective care to their clients.
In 1990 the SSM Health Care System (SSMHCS), St. Louis, introduced its employees to continuous quality improvement (CQI), a new management paradigm focusing on process, customers, and statistical thinking. For nearly a year before the introduction of CQI, a system implementation team studied CQI and its impact on businesses and healthcare providers. Team members were struck by the close correlation between the system's own mission and CQI principles. When it had completed its study, the team began to develop strategies for implementing CQI. System leaders committed themselves to ensuring that CQI would address both clinical and managerial processes, encouraging managers and medical staff to support CQI, establishing a structure at each entity to support involvement in the process, fostering a high level of awareness in CQI, recognizing employees who make significant contributions to the effort, offering education programs, and communicating successes and encouraging their replication. Before any facility appointed a quality improvement team and began to apply CQI principles, its administrative council (leadership team) was required to work through a series of readiness screens. The implementation process has involved redefining the manager's role as one of empowering employees, cultivating and securing physician involvement, and educating employees and physicians about processes. In the early phases of implementation, the major barriers the system has faced have involved time-the time required of administrators and managers to teach CQI courses and the time it takes teams to work through the SSMHCS CQI model and adapt the system to CQI implementation.